


















































































 These statistics describe problems many 
years in the making, and over time, non-
profits have created innovative programs 
to address them. Funders have invested 
billions into programs, measured their 
success, and scaled effective interventions. 
Government has played a role in both 
program delivery and funding. All parties 
have had some success, and all can point 
to bright spots of positive outcomes for 
program participants. However, too few 
have achieved large-scale, lasting success 
in their target populations. Why is that?  
The problems we face are not simple, pre-
dictable, or linear. They do not fit neatly 
into electoral cycles or grant timelines. 
They are complex and involve many fluc-
tuating actors, conditions, and norms. Yet 
many people in the social and public sec-
tors feel constrained by a traditional ap-
proach to solve these problems through a 
single strong program, a single funding 
stream, or a single organization. They of-
ten understand the implications of com-
plexity but feel bound by rules that over-
simplify the range of possible responses. 
In a time of scarce resources and intracta-
ble problems, however, no one in the so-
cial sector, including policymakers, can 
afford to believe in singular solutions.  
Instead, we must all embrace the notion 
that addressing complex problems re-
quires a collective impact approach that 
involves many actors from different sec-
tors committing to a common agenda to 
solve a specific problem at scale. Many 
communities have adopted this approach, 
outlined in Table 1, and achieved success 
in tackling such complex challenges. If 
implemented more fully, the collective 
impact approach could increase the effec-
















Using a collective impact approach, cross-
sector partnerships across the country are 
working hard to tackle challenges in educa-
tion, crime, health, poverty, unemploy-
ment, and many other areas. For example: 
 In Franklin County, Massachusetts, 
binge drinking among youth declined 
by 46 percent from 2003 to 2012 due 
to the Franklin County Communities 
that Care Coalition, which fights youth 
substance abuse by strengthening pro-
tective factors and decreasing risk fac-
tors for youth and their families.10 
 In New York state, the number of 
youth in state custody declined by 45 
percent between 2011 and 2013 as a 
result of a collaborative effort across 
different levels of government, fun-
ders, advocates, youth service provid-
ers, and others to create a juvenile jus-
tice system that promotes youth suc-
cess and ensures public safety.11 
 In Chicago, Illinois, 6,000 public hous-
ing residents obtained quality jobs be-
tween 2006 and 2011 due to the col-
laborative effort of Opportunity Chi-
cago, which connected low-skilled, 
low-income job seekers to workforce 
development resources.12 









































Public policymakers have been important par-
ticipants in these and similar efforts and sup-
port the goals of collaboration nationwide. 
Too often, however, federal, state, and local 
policies impede rather than enhance the condi-
tions necessary for communities to operate 
collectively to address their needs. In fact, 
some public policies explicitly prohibit the very 
things that collaborative partnerships need to 
succeed. Strictly defined funding models, em-
phasis on annual reporting, silos within and 
between agencies that administer programs 
and funds, and inaccessible or unaligned data 
sets all create obstacles to achieving collective 
results.13  
Our democratic process demands that policy-
makers clearly account for resources and create 
adequate checks and balances, and thus over 
the years they have built structures that work 
against collaboration. For example, policymak-
ers typically operate within isolated sub-
committees, departments, and agencies that 
result in responsibility for or loyalty to a specif-
ic issue and funding stream. They require re-
ports for individual grants, and may ask grant-
ees to strictly separate public funding 
streams.14 
But not all problems lend themselves to a nar-
row, targeted response. Many are better ad-
dressed through simultaneous action by more 
than one office. In these cases, siloed policy-
making structures and processes are counter-
productive. Moreover, policymakers and part-
nerships often lack clear information about 



















It comes as little surprise that when policymaking 
culture and practices come from siloed agencies 
and inhibit risk-taking, public policies that pro-
mote collective impact are few and far between. 
However, government has been innovating in the 
face of these challenges. Some current policies, 
governmental structures, and processes do help 
partnerships achieve collective impact. We will 
outline and provide examples of these in this 
learning brief and hope to collect more in the 
coming months.  
While we do intend to share examples and recom-
mendations with policymakers, we do not intend 
to create a partisan platform or an electoral 
roadmap. The policies and structures outlined in 
the following pages can impact government’s day-
to-day operations, which are often shaped by ca-
reer civil servants whose important roles extend 

















































 Those policies that do not explicitly pro-
hibit collaborative actions are too often 
interpreted and implemented as though 
they do. Many grantees are hesitant to 
jeopardize their funding and thus may in-
terpret policies cautiously.16 Until there is 
a more widely spread understanding of the 
current flexibility in public policy, policy-
makers could accomplish a great deal by 
more explicitly stating what is allowed in 
RFP, program, or other guidelines.  
In the course of our research for this 
learning brief, we came across many cur-
rent public policies that do include ele-
ments that explicitly allow for and incen-
tivize partnerships to create each of the 
five conditions necessary to achieve col-
lective impact. See Table 2 below for de-
tails on each of these elements.17 These 
public policies should be celebrated, 
shared, and implemented more broadly.  
These “collective impact friendly” public 
policy elements are found in issues as di-
verse as economic revitalization and youth 
development, as shown by the following 
two examples: The Working Cities Chal-
lenge and Performance Partnership Pilots. 
These examples are nascent, so it is too 
soon to know if they will ultimately lead to 
positive population-level outcomes. But 
each example suggests a path forward for 
policymakers looking for ways to allow 






















































































of  Boston  (“the  Boston  Fed”)  studied  ciƟes 
throughout  the  country  that  struggle  with 
concentrated poverty.20 The study found that 
ciƟes  in  the midst  of  revitalizaƟon were  led 
not  by  a mayor,  local CEO,  or  philanthropist 
acƟng  largely alone, but rather by a key lead‐












small  ciƟes  throughout  MassachuseƩs 
through  a merit‐based  compeƟƟon  designed 
to  promote  economic  revitalizaƟon  by  sup‐
porƟng  “bold,  promising  approaches  that 
have  the  potenƟal  to  transform  the  lives  of 
low‐income  people  and  the  communiƟes  in 
which  they  live.”21  The Working  CiƟes  Chal‐
lenge  also  oﬀers  a  learning  community  for 
grantees as well as non‐winning ciƟes, includ‐
ing  networking  and  training  opportuniƟes.  It 
has awarded a total of $1.8 million to 6 ciƟes 
in 2014. These awards are funded not by the 
Fed,  but  by  private  and  community  founda‐
Ɵons, state government, and the private sec‐
tor.  The  funds  are  rounded  out  by  targeted 
technical assistance for winning teams.  
The Boston Fed  intends  to expand  the eﬀort 
in 2015 and in future years, in MassachuseƩs 






LaƟtude  for  communiƟes  to  select  their  own 




moving  low‐income  residents  from  inside  to 
outside the city limits. Also, a top‐down meas‐
ure might  narrow  the  scope  of  partners  too 
early to a specific organizaƟon in a communi‐
ty.  An  educaƟonal  achievement  nonprofit 
may focus on high school graduaƟon rates, or 
a municipal  oﬃce may  deal with  unemploy‐
ment, but both should most  likely be part of 
an  eﬀort  to  strengthen  the  local  economy. 
DictaƟng the outcome, rather than leƫng the 
collaboraƟon  determine  one, may  centralize 
work in one organizaƟon and turn others into 
uninvolved  spectators,  even when  the  fund‐
ing  is  designed  to  encourage  collaboraƟon 
across many organizaƟons.  
Finally,  prescribed  outcomes  may  enƟrely 
miss  the  root  challenges  that  are  unique  to 




lenge  is designed  to  “incenƟvize  the process 










Working Cities Challenge19 
aƟve  instead competed  for  funds. They circum‐
vented  the  important  process  of  relaƟonship 
building that can lead to stronger outcomes. The 
Boston Fed also held outreach meeƟngs and an 
applicant  workshop  to  describe  the  criteria  in 
further  detail  and  to provide  advice  and  exam‐
ples of producƟve collaboraƟon. 
A  long‐term  and  transformaƟonal  view  of  suc‐
cess: The Boston Fed was parƟcularly well posi‐
Ɵoned  to  help  launch  an  iniƟaƟve  designed  to 
revitalize  long  declining  ciƟes,  a  goal  that  will 
take years to achieve. Why? Prabal ChakrabarƟ, 
a  Vice  President  at  the  Boston  Fed,  notes  that 
“the Boston Fed has been commiƩed to making 
economic growth happen  in more places across 
the  region  through  its community development 
acƟviƟes. We are a 100 year old  insƟtuƟon and 




of  commitment  to  the  future,  the  Boston  Fed 
recognizes that the power of collecƟve impact is 
not just in helping a community achieve its goal, 
but  allowing  that  community  to  learn  a  new, 
more eﬀecƟve way of working:  “Is  there a new 




























services  they  need—including  educaƟon,  job 
training, health care, childcare, food assistance, 
and housing—proves ineﬃcient and ineﬀecƟve.  
The White  House  Oﬃce  of Management  and 
Budget, in partnership with the Departments of 
Health  and  Human  Services,  EducaƟon,  and 
Labor,  the CorporaƟon  for NaƟonal  and Com‐
munity  Service,  and  the  InsƟtute  of Museum 




2014,  P3 will  provide  up  to  10  sites with  the 
flexibility to use exisƟng federal funds to create 
a  coordinated  approach  to  supporƟng  oppor‐
tunity  youth.  Lessons  from  the  experience  of 
creaƟng P3 include: 
Flexibility  beyond  funding:  There  are  no  new 
dollars  associated  with  P3.  However,  federal 
policymakers can provide selected sites flexibil‐
ity  in  any  statutory,  regulatory, or  administra‐
Ɵve  requirements  in  discreƟonary  funding 
streams  to  beƩer  implement  their  unified 
plans. This flexibility is allowed as long as the P3 
site  agrees  to  a  rigorous,  outcome‐based  ac‐
countability  system. Allowable flexibiliƟes may 
be  related  to  eligibility,  intake, blending  fund‐
ing,  data  sharing,  RFP  development,  audiƟng, 
allowable use of funds, and more. CommuniƟes 
will  welcome  the  flexibility  of  P3,  given  that 
many have been trying to innovate but repeat‐
edly run into rigid policy in these areas. 
Partnership  between  levels  of  government:  In 
the early development of P3, a  few states and 
communiƟes worked with  the  federal  govern‐
ment, with help  from  the Forum  for Youth  In‐
vestment, to test out what would be needed on 
the  ground.  For  example,  the  Florida Children 
and  Youth  Cabinet  and  the  Broward  County 
Children’s  Services  Council  proposed  to  blend 
funds  from  local,  state,  and  federally‐funded 
programs to provide services that increase high 
school graduaƟon rates and successfully transi‐
Ɵon  to  post‐secondary  educaƟon  or  employ‐
ment.  Their  design  includes  the  creaƟon  of 
common  eligibility  criteria  and  a  shared  client 





the  number  of  staﬀ members  needed  to  ad‐
minister  the  program  and  consequently  lower 
the cost per parƟcipant. Youth and  their  fami‐
lies would  also not be  subject  to mulƟple  en‐




Performance Partnership Pilots 
How Public Policy Can Support CollecƟve Impact          13 
In addition to these two promising examples, there 
are many other public policies that support collec-
tive impact across federal, state, and local levels and 
for various social issues. 
 The Drug-Free Communities Support 
Program (DFC) has provided an example 
for how funding can be structured to sup-
port several conditions of collective im-
pact for nearly two decades. Launched in 
1997 by the U.S. Department of Health and 
Human Services and the White House Office 
of National Drug Control Policy, the grant 
requires that applicant coalitions demonstrate 
commitment and participation from the 13 
sectors known to be important in prevention 
work. DFC also requires shared goals and 
plans (the basis of a common agenda) and 
funds staff to manage the coalition (similar to 
a backbone). It also allows grantee coalitions 
to choose the activities and services needed 
to address the challenge. Recognizing that 
change at the population level takes time, the 
program awards multi-year grants.  
Over the past eight years, DFC-funded com-
munities have achieved significant reductions 
in youth alcohol, tobacco, and marijuana use: 
middle school students saw a 20 percent re-
duction in alcohol use, a 26 percent reduction 
in tobacco use, and a 23 percent reduction in 
marijuana use. High school students have re-
duced their use of alcohol by 10 percent, to-




 The Neighborhood Revitalization Initia-
tive provides a newer example of funding 
that is structured to catalyze or support col-
lective impact. These programs take a place-
based approach, targeting funds at commu-
nities with multiple related needs, such as low 
high school graduation rates, high unemploy-
ment, and blight.23 Many of these programs 
use planning grants to allow communities 
more time to develop their common agenda 
prior to rushing to implementation. They are 
housed in the U.S. Departments of Educa-
tion, Housing and Urban Development, Jus-
tice, and Health and Human Services. 
 State policymakers are also in a strong posi-
tion to try new approaches to addressing a 
social issue on a smaller scale, often with 
more flexibility than their federal counter-
parts. To help spur this type of innovation at 
the state level, the National Governors Asso-
ciation (NGA) is hosting a “Policy Academy 
on Aligning the Education and Training Pipe-
line to the Needs of the Economy.” This Pol-
icy Academy is providing grants, technical 
assistance, and a learning community for sev-
eral states or territorial government entities, 
helping the grantees to “articulate and imple-
ment a strong vision connecting the educa-
tion and training systems with the needs of 
the economy so more Americans achieve a 
postsecondary degree or certificate with labor 
market value to gain access to the middle 
class and beyond.”24 The Policy Academy will 
help grantees use data and create partnerships 
to achieve this vision.  
 
Esquibel serves as Manager of Prevention 
and Interagency Collaboration at the State 
of Colorado Department of Human Ser-
vices. He started working in this position 
completely dedicated to interagency collab-
oration in 2004. Since then, he has become 
the glue that connects leaders across agen-
cies to align their work on prevention pro-
grams and services for children and 
youth.25 The case study on the following 
page lists just some of the ways that Esqui-
bel and his many partners inside and out-
side of government created an interagency 
structure that fostered a movement to im-
prove accountability for outcomes, make 
better connections with partners at the lo-
cal level, and create a common agenda that 


















legislaƟon  enacted  in  2000  iniƟated  a  formal  inter‐
departmental network approach to the coordinaƟon 
of children and youth programs managed across mul‐
Ɵple  government  agencies.  A memorandum  of  un‐
derstanding among the departments formed the Col‐
orado PrevenƟon Leadership Council (PLC), a collabo‐
raƟve  group  that  consisted  of  representaƟves  from 
nine  state  departments,  two  insƟtuƟons  of  higher 
educaƟon,  two  statewide  resource  organizaƟons, 
and a regional technical assistance organizaƟon. The 
PLC was acƟve  from 2000 unƟl  the end of 2013.  Its 
mission was  “to  provide  a  strong,  unified  voice  for 
prevenƟon, early intervenƟon, and treatment  in Col‐
orado  and  promote  coordinated  planning,  imple‐
mentaƟon, and evaluaƟon of quality prevenƟon,  in‐
tervenƟon,  and  treatment  services  for  children, 
youth, and families at the state and local levels.” The 
PLC  members  met  monthly  and  held  annual 
meeƟngs  with  execuƟve  directors  of  state  depart‐
ments to gain support  for areas of shared prioriƟes. 
Some of  the PLC accomplishments  that  conƟnue  to 
have an impact include: 
 Agreement  on  a  broad  framework  shared  by 
agencies  as  diverse  as  Juvenile  JusƟce,  Public 
Health,  EducaƟon,  and  TransportaƟon  on  uni‐
form minimum standards of prevenƟon  
 Common  components  for  children  and  youth 
request for proposals/applicaƟons uƟlized across 
state‐managed  children  and  youth  programs  of 
various departments 
 Partnership  with  the  county‐level  CollaboraƟve 
Management  Programs,  which  are  financially 
incenƟvized  for  achieving  outcomes  resulƟng 
from  collaboraƟve  and  integrated  services  for 
families 





collaboraƟve  infrastructure  who  are  viewed  as 
partners rather than consƟtuents 
 Making  allowances  to  tailor  statewide  plans  to 
local  condiƟons;  for example, with  their  federal 











icated  career  staﬀ member  such  as  Esquibel  is  im‐




housed,  how  they  are  funded,  and  what  authority 
they possess is constantly shiŌing. Esquibel has been 
able  to work  through  these shiŌs and cycles due  to 
his tenacity and ability to build relaƟonships. 
A bold experiment to share accountability: The PLC’s 
interagency work  is  in a transiƟon phase. New  legis‐
laƟon enacted  in 2013 builds on  the  last decade of 






youth,  family,  community,  and  government  stake‐
holders  to  provide  greater  organizaƟon  of  eﬀorts, 
reduced duplicaƟon of services, and a structured ap‐
proach to achieving posiƟve outcomes for youth and 
young adults.  It also  recommends  the  creaƟon of a 
division within state government to enhance collabo‐
raƟve work on youth issues and programs across de‐
partments,  to  coordinate  recommendaƟons  from 
exisƟng collecƟve  impact eﬀorts  in the state, and to 
address  the  necessary  policy  changes  at  the  state 









Lessons from José Esquibel 
 José Esquibel’s story demonstrates some of the 
principles related to how broader adoption of public 
policies that encourage collaboration will require 
changes to policymaking structures, accountability 
mechanisms, and auditing and accounting practices. 
Below are descriptions of several specific types of 
such changes, which we assembled based on Esqui-
bel’s story and other promising practices we en-
countered in our research: 
 Creating interagency structures focused on 
populations and issues: The most direct solu-
tion to the problem of fragmentation among 
departments is to create permanent structures 
that cut across silos, as Esquibel did in Colorado 
and other states and localities have done 
through “Children’s Cabinets,” through which 
the heads of related departments work toward 
shared goals on issues from early childhood edu-
cation to opportunity youth programs.26 Many 
of these were established and institutionalized 
either by executive order or through legislation. 
In New York City, former Mayor Michael 
Bloomberg created the “Center for Economic 
Opportunity,” which broke down silos among 
city agencies addressing poverty and resulted in 
the incubation of dozens of collaborative initia-
tives.27 These permanent structures are more 
efficient than ad hoc interagency groups because 
policymakers can use their existing relationships 
and collaborative work processes to confront 
new problems as they arise and to create a cul-
ture of working together that can permeate oth-
er parts of government. 
 Flipping accountability from “services pro-
vided” to “outcomes achieved”: Another way 
to cut across policymaking silos is to hold grant-
ees accountable for results, instead of specific 
services. The focus shifts from outputs 
(program) to outcomes (population). When 
communities are no longer focused on running 
specific programs, and instead focus on achiev-
ing outcomes, they are more likely to replace 
overlapping, underfunded sets of services with 
aligned, efficient, and effective ones. Pay for 
Success initiatives, which guarantee funding for 
organizations that achieve specific outcomes for 
a population, are a prominent example of out-
come-based policymaking.28 These initiatives are 
a type of contract, including RFPs and social 
impact bonds, which monetize social im-
pact/outcomes of social services, realize costs 
savings for governments, and may incentivize 
private investment in community challenges. 
The U.S. Department of Justice will give priority 
funding consideration in 2012 Second Chance 
Act grant solicitations to highly qualified appli-
cants who incorporate a Pay for Success model 
in their program design. The U.S. Department 
of Labor made up to $20 million available with-
in the Workforce Investment Act for programs 
that focus on employment and training out-
comes.29 
This type of innovation is also seen at the state and 
local level. For example, the state of Michigan re-
cently released an RFP asking for “responses to un-
dertake Partners for Success (PFS) initiatives related 
to the design and development of a program fo-
cused on improving birth, health, and other out-








Other changes to structure and practice are 
driven by the White House Office of Man-
agement and Budget (OMB), the entity 
charged with implementing a President’s vi-
sion across the federal government, oversee-
ing the development and execution of the 
budget, planning and rulemaking for agencies, 
and overseeing overall agency performance 
and financial management, among other du-
ties.31 OMB’s unique view across the federal 
bureaucracy allows it to enact changes that 
can influence alignment and coordination 
more broadly. Its influence includes: 
 Changing government auditing and 
accounting practices: Fear of triggering 
a governmental audit is perhaps the prima-
ry reason that grantees often assume they 
are not allowed to align, blend, and braid 
siloed funding streams across agency lines. 
Fortunately, it is possible to address this 
by changing auditing and accounting rules 
and practices. For example, OMB recently 
released a new rule allowing private organ-
izations that receive money from more 
than one agency to consolidate their per-
formance plans and reporting.32 Such reg-
ulatory changes actively encourage grant-
ees to think about blending and braiding 
to align programs and services to a collec-
tive goal. They also allow grantees to use 
their time and energy to deliver services 
instead of preparing for many audits in a 











 Aligning government agency and staff 
incentives: OMB sets measureable per-
formance objectives across agencies and 
can incentivize collaboration via the per-
formance scorecard. The President’s Man-
agement Agenda under the George W. 
Bush administration and the Accountable 
Government Initiative under the Barack 
Obama administration both included items 
explicitly requiring agencies to work to-
gether to achieve joint goals. Position de-
scriptions and performance objectives for 
individual federal staff positions may be 
written to align to these goals. However, 
further work is needed at the agency level 
to align many levels of career civil service 
position descriptions and related perfor-
mance objectives for long-term support of 
collaborative work both in Washington, 









In 1995, the Graustein Fund began the 
Children First Initiative to support local 
“collaborative tables” that focused on 
strengthening early childhood education 
and development across seven municipal-
ities in Connecticut. At the same time, 
the state government was considering 
funding for early childhood programs in 
communities. The Graustein Fund shared 
relevant data about community needs, 
developed by the local collaborative ta-
bles, with elected officials and invited 
them to meet with those existing coali-
tions. In part due to the Graustein Fund’s 
educational efforts, Connecticut’s state 
government essentially codified early 
childhood coalitions’ work into legisla-
tion in 1997, creating a new funding 
stream and calling for the establishment 
of Early Childhood Councils at the mu-
nicipal level the administer it. In 2005, 
the state created an Early Childhood Ed-
ucation Cabinet, bringing cross-agency 
collaboration to the state level. Soon 
thereafter, the Graustein Fund offered to 
match state funds to build the capacity of 
local Councils to develop common agen-
das for their communities. State govern-
ment agreed to commit funding for this 
planning and system building work. In 
the last two years, public-private partner-
ship grants for efforts to strengthen co-
hesion and outcomes of early childhood 
services have totaled over $6.3 million.  
The Graustein Fund’s two-decade story 
reveals several important lessons about 
how private philanthropy can partner 
with government to fund and support 
collective impact, as detailed in the case 














lowed  under  such  laws  to  have  real,  substanƟve 
conversaƟons with state agencies and policymakers 
in  areas where  both  state  and  foundaƟon  invest. 
The Graustein Fund was thus able to develop mean‐






perience  and  research  in  early  childhood  to  help 






invitaƟon.  However,  the  Graustein  Fund’s 







cymaking  insƟtuƟon  involved  in  ConnecƟcut  early 
childhood  iniƟaƟves.  Local  early  childhood  tables 
and councils had to  involve municipal systems that 
did not usually talk about young children, as well as 
the  providers  and  other  social  service  agencies. 
While policy may be enacted at a state  level, prac‐
Ɵce is embedded at a local level. The heads of each 
local  council  had  to  spend  Ɵme  building  relaƟon‐
ships with key stakeholders such as a mayor, only to 
see  those people  leave at elecƟon  Ɵme. However, 
someƟmes the local nature of this work allowed the 
council  to help adults understand  that  it was  their 
children,  and  their  neighbors’  children—a  future 
town ciƟzenship and economy—that were at stake.  
Several  of  the  local  Early  Childhood  Councils  also 
became  primary  conduits  for  other  funding  from 
state, municipaliƟes,  and  foundaƟons  for  the  0–8 
























 Recent reports,34 such as the evaluation of the 
Strong Cities, Strong Communities Program 
and the KnowledgeWorks’ guide for federal 
policymakers, document these types of mind-
set shifts and confirm what many policymak-
ers already knew: supporting collaboration is 
not just about changing RFP language; it also 
requires changing beliefs to better address 














From a focus on program delivery to a fo-
cus on problem solving: Solving complex 
problems requires more than a single pro-
gram. It requires instead that many programs 
(and actors and funds supporting those pro-
grams) be aligned toward a common goal. As 
policymakers adopt this mindset, they change 
the way they think about program delivery. 
For example, the Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention is thinking about ways to fund 
communities to fight chronic conditions and 
attack the social and environmental determi-
nants of poor health, rather than funding pro-
grams that focus on a single disease.35 This 
mindset shift also has implications for the way 
policymakers thinks about their roles as tech-
nical assistance providers, moving beyond 
content expertise (e.g., in transportation plan-
ning) to coordination expertise. An example 
of the latter is the Strong Cities, Strong Com-
munities model of embedding a government 
employee with deep understanding of relevant 
funding streams within a community, for ex-
ample in a mayor’s office, to help align and 

















From working within a federal agency to work-
ing across agencies and levels of government: 
Policymakers solving a problem need to work across 
all levels with all government entities that touch the 
solution. Rather than focusing on alignment work 
within a single agency, they recognize that setting 
goals and aligning reporting and other functions 
across agencies supports a community’s use of a 
collective impact approach to achieve a shared goal. 
For example, the U.S. Departments of Transporta-
tion and Housing and Urban Development and the 
Environmental Protection Agency work together to 
plan and support the Sustainable Communities pro-
gram to coordinate federal housing, transportation, 
and infrastructure investments in urban, suburban, 
and rural communities.37 To support collaborative 
approaches to HIV prevention, the Centers for Dis-
ease Control and Prevention funded state-level de-
partments of health to work with community clinics, 
while the Health Resources and Services Admin-
istration funded community clinics to work with 
those same state agencies.38 
From designing programs for standardized  
implementation to using local implementation 
needs to inform program design: Policymakers 
strive to use best practices and evidence-based strat-
egies to inform program design, helping to promote 
better outcomes and using tax dollars only on prov-
en interventions. However, sometimes these well-
designed programs do not achieve intended out-
comes in light of local circumstances. Variables such 
as relationships, social norms, and existing locally-
run programs can be difficult for policymakers to 
include in their program design. Gathering input 
from communities in advance on their own local 
context would allow for intentional design to avoid 
implementation challenges and ultimately create 
stronger outcomes. For example, the Social Innova-
tion Fund allows local philanthropies to tailor funds 
to local needs. Instead of funding state and local 
government and service providers directly, the So-
cial Innovation Fund provides funding to grantmak-
ing organizations such as foundations and chapters 
of the United Way.39 Each intermediary must match 
the federal investment with its own funding, creat-
ing a blended pool of funding that is awarded 
through a competitive grant process to nonprofits 
based on the needs identified directly by the com-






 The U.S. government, too, works to serve 
the citizens from whom it draws its strength 
and power, promoting and undergirding the 
growth and vitality of the nation. 
Yet the challenges faced by citizens in com-
munities around the nation are overwhelm-
ing for government alone to solve. Simply 
funding an innovative program will not be 
enough to dramatically alter the outcomes in 
education, health, crime, and other areas that 
developed over many years, propelled by 
many different forces. Communities have 
begun to recognize this and to release the 
notion that a single solution or single entity 
can address these problems. They are com-
ing together to collectively affect the lives of 
their residents.  
Put simply, government can either support 
or hinder this kind of collective, community-
led collaboration. During our research, we 
studied innovative policies of the last two 
decades and met dozens of current policy-
makers who think and act creatively to ena-
ble and incentivize collaboration. At times, 
however, these policymakers face seemingly 
insurmountable institutional and historical 
processes. As R.T. Rybak, former three-term 
Mayor of Minneapolis, puts it: “Collective 
impact models can serve as a vehicle to dis-
rupt the government power grid that is often 
more interested in maintaining control than 
achieving results.”40 This learning brief has 
outlined ways in which policies, structures, 
and mental models can support those policy-
makers focused on results for the communi-
ties they serve. We use this brief as a call for 
additional examples of such changes that 
allow policymakers at the local, state, and 
federal level to support communities in 
adopting a collective impact approach to 
tackling complex social problems.  
Public policymakers can join communities 
on the path to positive, lasting outcomes. In 
this time of increasingly constrained re-
sources, policymakers can use existing fund-
ing streams, regulations, and other mecha-
nisms under their control to create incen-
tives and efficiencies for this path. As they 
do so, we may finally make progress on 
some of the most important, persistent, and 
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